Digitalis and other positive catecholamine-like inotropic agents in the management of congestive heart failure.
Positive inotropic agents are used to improve the impaired cardiac contractility that characterizes chronic heart failure. Digitalis is the traditional drug given for this purpose. However, there is controversy about the effectiveness of digitalis in chronic heart failure. Analysis of the available data indicates the efficacy of digoxin in mild heart failure (i.e., New York Heart Association functional classes I and II) and the relative lack of efficacy in advanced heart failure (i.e., NYHA functional class IV). Further, digoxin can be stopped in a substantial number of patients without recurrence of congestive heart failure. In selected patients whose condition no longer responds to digoxin, the long-term administration of dobutamine may be an effective alternative approach.